Introduction
The word Betizu, arises from the Basque language where behi means cattle (cow) and izua wild, in reference to the wild characteristics of these cattle which tend to hide in forested areas (Gómez, 1996) . Etymologically, it means wild (Barandiarán, 1972) or elusive cow. Other synonyms traditionally used by farmers during past decades are herri ganadua (Echevarría, 1975) , herri behiak (Staffe, 1926) , behi auzoa, etxeko behiak (Seiliez, 1975) , abel gorriak or kata bizarrak. In some publications erroneous terms such as betizuak, betitzu or betiso (Darrigade, 1979) have been transcribed.
Origin, Population Numbers and Distribution
Much discussion has been held and full agreement has not been reached about the origin of this breed (García Dory, 1986) . The most accepted thesis indicates that the Betizu constitutes a residual group of the ancient cattle known as Basque or Pyrenean breeds (Plazaola, 1992 and Asociación de Amigos de la Betizu, 1995) . Most of them underwent an improvement process while another group became wilder. Some other theories relate it to the aurochs, from various fossil and drawing testimonies of wild cattle in different archaeological excavations. Most researchers seem to agree on the relationship between these feral cattle and the first human inhabitants of the Pyrenees. These cattle can be described as a group of animals, small in size, very rustic and well adapted to wild conditions. Nearly 160 individuals survive as pure-breds, grouped in four nuclei, one more or less wild group, based in the Bizkaia area ( Figure 1 ) with 10 head (9 females and 1 male) in Dima and a group of around 15 individuals on the Gorbea mountain, the second, with 30 head (20 females and 10 males) in the Ibardin and Mondarrain areas (Lapurdi) in the Atlantic Pyrenees Department, the third, belonging to the Navarre Regional Government, inhabits an area in the Finca of Sastoia in Urraul Alto and includes 75 animals, descendant from a group that was taken from the Goizueta mountains in 1973 (ITGV, 1996) and the fourth is a group of 30 individuals in Gipuzkoa.
They live in totally free and wild conditions without any human intervention, feeding on the vegetation around them. They graze in herds that have rarely been domesticated or taken into a cowshed.
Characteristics of the Breed
Animals are small in size with wither height around 130 cm for males and 120 cm for females. The average weight for males is around 400 kg and 300 kg for females. The fore quarters (shoulders, withers and neck) are more developed than the hind part with smaller reduced hindquarters and buttocks (Figure 2 ). This difference is more notable in males. The colour at birth is dappled yellow which develops with growth into tawny varying from blonde to red depending on sex and season. There is no pigmentation in the mucous membrane and hoofs. Animals have a big head, narrow face and muzzle and a plain forehead (figure 3). The horns are pearly white at the base and the end and the tip is coloured with crescent shapes. The small eyes, short neck and the remarkable dewlap are also characteristics of the breed. Other characteristics are notable withers, a straight dorsal line rising slightly towards the hindquarters (in many cases the dorsal-lumber line has a saddle shape), little body development, small udders, without any pigment, covered with long hair and a highly inserted tail
The natural reproductive cycle is associated with seasons. Cows calve approximately in March, every two years and average age at first calving is 3 years, cows giving 5 or 6 young during their life. The bullock stays with the mother for the first 15 months. The animals are suited to walking using the tips of the hoofs. Life span is 14-15 years. There are two traditional uses that humans have given to this breed;, traditional hunting that is often helped by the use of the Encartaciones area, hunting with dogs and bullfighting.
Research Priorities
The Betizu, together with other Basque domestic endangered breeds are in danger of extinction. However the Agricultural Department of the Bizkaia, Araba and Gipuzkoa province council and the Basque Government are supporting a research project to conserve these genetic resources. In 1996 the Department of the Bizkaia province council carried out field work to evaluate the photozoometric index of animals in this province.
In situ and ex situ conservation plans have been initiated including the conservation of semen, ova and embryos. The first phase was started in 1989 through the collaboration between a farmer and an animal genetics enterprise (Rekagorri, 1991) . A total of 215 doses of frozen semen were obtained by electroejaculation. In 1996, five bulls were selected from the 3 pure herds for semen collection. For 1997, ten 2-year-old heifers have been selected and are being prepared for ova collection. With this genetic material, embryos will be obtained to produce bullocks to repopulate the breed and distribute to interested farmers. These can also be introduced into some of the Basque Natural
Parks areas where these breeds used to live in ancient times. This breed has been included in a funded programme to promote methods of agricultural production compatible with the requirements of the environment and the conservation of natural areas together with the conservation of local breeds. This programme is in accordance with the EEC regulation number 2.078/92 of 30th of June of 1992 and the Bizkaia Province Council Act number 18/1996 of 27 February 1996.
Conclusions
Apart from its historical and cultural value, the Betizu breed can be used as an unbeatable mountain gardener, making use of marginal zones and mountainsides with poor pasture which would otherwise turn into a thicket vegetation. Their distinctive rusticity adaptation to the environment, ability to use fodder with low feeding value and good maternal ability, are all fundamental requirements for extensive systems. Due to scientific, cultural, historical and possibly economic reasons the conservation of this breed is considered to be of great importance, not only to conserve the genetic biodiversity necessary for the equilibrium of the ecosystem but also to enrich the gene pool with elements that someday could be exploited. 
